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	1. Don't Ever Change

**After The Lights Go Out**

She wanted to come back. After everything he'd put her through, Brenda Bennett still wanted to return to the Corny Collins Show after it had been integrated and her leave of absence had ended. Corny couldn't believe it when Maybelle, the new station manager and co-host, had included her name in the new line up. He reread the list many times, and every time he glanced over her name, he couldn't help but wonder why. After all, kids he had done absolutely nothing to had left the show, and the one whose life he had single handedly beaten into oblivion wanted to come back to him. Corny decided that he'd never understand teenagers that day.

Many changes had occurred since the integration of the Corny Collins Show. Tracy Turnblad and Link Larkin were the new hot couple, and Inez was the lead dancer with a young black man named Dewey as her partner. Some of the cast members had left, such as Amber Von Tussle, which was due to the fact that she was forced to live with relatives in New York whilst her mother was incarcerated. This left Tammy Trammel as the lead snob, Lu Anne Lowell and Darla Dennis as her sidekicks. Shelley Simon, one of Corny's personal favorite councilettes and Brenda's best friend/roommate had left also, due to the fact that her straight laced parents didn't want her dancing with colored people. This left an open spot for Tammy's rival, and the way things were working out, it seemed Brenda would soon take Shelley's place as the headstrong blunt one.

Brenda had changed, and everyone could see it. She wasn't a flirt anymore, settling back into a dull relationship with Brad Bailey. She never looked Corny in the eye, nor did she talk to him in private. Everyone knew what happened when Brenda had her baby: Clara was taken away by adoptive parents in Kansas, and it had completely torn her heart out. She was still living with the Simon family, since her family wasn't allowing her to come back anytime soon. She wasn't the naïve little girl she used to be; she was grown and more wise, and she wasn't afraid to let people know when she meant business. She became friend with Tracy and Inez behind the scenes, since the original councilettes rallied against them almost instantly.

Whilst they were practicing dance rehearsal one afternoon, Brad tripped and sprained his ankle. He was rendered unable to dance for the rest of the afternoon at least, and Brenda was left without a dance partner. "Miss Maybelle, please! I'm sure he'll be better by tomorrow. Just let me learn the dances today, and I'll teach him when he's feeling better." Brenda pleaded, and Maybelle looked sympathetic. "Honey, it's a partner dance. You need someone with you for you to learn it yourself." Brenda lowered her head slightly, brown curls bobbing around her face. The clearing of a throat caught everyone's attention, all heads turning to see where the source came from.

Corny came out from around his podium and strode over toward Maybelle and Brenda. "Miss Maybelle, if Brenda doesn't mind, I'll be her dance partner this afternoon. Brad'll be up and at 'em tomorrow, and she'll have to learn the steps eventually." Brenda gave him a curious look, trying to figure out exactly what he was playing at. She could practically hear the whiplash in Tammy's neck as she turned to whisper some comment in Lu Anne's ear, but Maybelle's words distracted her. "Alright, Corny, hop to it."

The older man looked down at Brenda, who was a few inches shorter than him. Her smoky blue eyes read curiosity as he offered her his hand the way any gentleman would. She watched her dainty, pink-nailed hand slide gently into his much larger hand, and he led her into the group where she and Brad typically stood. The music started, and she whispered to him quietly, "What are you doing?" Corny raised a curious eyebrow, glancing around at the pairs of Darla and Sketch Temprance, Noreen Ewell and IQ Haley, and Becky Rondstat and Paulie Partridge dancing nearby. He gave her a small smile. "I thought I was helping you. You wanted to dance, right?"

She rolled her eyes, a very Shelley move on her part. Corny decided that living with the fiery redhead was working wonders on Brenda's new personality makeover. "Yeah, but…people are gonna start talking now." Corny stifled a chuckle, gently tapping her foot with his own to send her in the right direction for the dance step they were doing. "Bren, people talk anyways. Don't you think its better to give them something to talk about then have them waste their breath over nothin'?"

"I don't want people to talk about me, Corny." She said with a slight edge in her voice that took him aback. Of course, he knew that people always talked about her, but he hadn't realized she'd take the comment so personally. "And don't call me Bren. It'd unprofessional, you being my boss and all." Her defensive attitude put him on edge a little, and he couldn't stop himself from saying, "Sweetheart, it's not professional to chase your boss into an illicit relationship either." The look that crossed her face was reminiscent of a small child being told they couldn't buy the doll they wanted, and her voice became very small. "You're the adult, Corny. We talked about this. Stop trying to make me relive my mistakes, please. I've suffered enough."

"Then why did you come back?" He asked, and the music slowly died down. Brenda pulled away from his grasp rather quickly, her ruby lips pouting in an enticing manner. Corny gave her a stern look, waiting for an answer, but no words came from her mouth. Instead they both heard Maybelle say, "Good job, everyone. I think we've done enough for today." The council kids scattered amongst each other, and Brenda silently turned and walked away from Corny Collins, leaving him answerless.

"Hey, Brenda!" came the cheery voice of Tracy Turnblad as Brenda approached the set of vanities they all shared. The brunette forced a smile for her larger friend. "Hey, Trace. What's up?" Tracy practically lit up as she sat down in Shelley's old seat beside Brenda. "My mom said she wants to meet some of my new friends, and I really hoped you could come to dinner tonight! Would that be okay?" Brenda picked up her can of Ultra-Clutch, spritzing it lightly over her hair. "Sure, that sounds great."

They both glanced up at the nameplate over her mirror that read BRENDA, and they both smiled slightly at the picture stuck in the corner of it. A small baby wrapped in a pink blanket with wisps of dark hair and large, blue eyes. Tracy looked up at it with curiosity. "Are you ever gonna tell me who the father is?" Brenda looked at her, expressionless as she set down her can. "Maybe some other time, Trace. I'll tell eventually." Tracy nodded evenly, glancing around for her boyfriend, Link. "I've heard rumors, y'know, not that I believe what people say but…" She leaned close, her voice getting smaller than usual. "Tammy keeps saying that it's Corny."

Brenda glanced over her shoulder, seeing the charismatic man talking to Maybelle, whom he not-so-secretly was very fond of. Brenda bit her bottom lip, turning back to Tracy. "We'll save the baby story for another day."

* * *

><p>"My, you skinny little thing! Go ahead, help yourself!" Edna Turnblad urged Brenda as she put a small about of roast on her plate. Edna took it upon herself to heap a massive amount on Brenda's place, causing Tracy to duck her head in embarrassment. "Ma, just let her eat what she wants." She looked over at her father Wilbur for support, but before he could say anything, Brenda chuckled slightly. "No, it's okay. It does look really good."<p>

Edna shook her head. "They must be workin' you to the bone in that studio. All of ya're so skinny and got nothin' on ya." Brenda daintily put her fork in her food and took a small bite, just as proper as they did it in the Simon house. "No, Mrs. Turnblad, I exercise pretty hard. I wanted to work off my baby weight, so…" Brenda stopped speaking, forgetting that it might not be a good idea to mention to her friend's parents that she'd had a child on her first meeting with them. Edna looked up at her curiously. "You had a baby?"

"Ma, she had to leave, remember? That was how I got my spot." Tracy said, trying to ease her way out of the story for Brenda's sake. Edna nodded in understanding, "Yes, I remember that. But, my goodness, you're just a little one yourself! Your parents musta been worried sick for you." Brenda lowered her head a little, setting down her fork. "Um, well, I-I don't live with my parents anymore. They, uh, they kicked me out. I live with Shelley Simon, who used to be on the council." Edna gasped in surprise. "Oh, you poor thing! I can't imagine…Oh, sweetheart, if you ever need anything-"

"Thanks, Mrs. Turnblad, really. I'm doing just fine though." Brenda said. "My baby's well taken care of." Tracy gave her a reassuring look, putting her hand on Brenda's petite shoulder. "Her baby's in Kansas with a nice, happy couple. Isn't that nice?" She tried to dissipate the awkwardness, and Edna nodded her head. "It's good that she's taken care of. Kids are a gift, I've always said. Isn't that right, Wilbur?" She glanced lovingly at her husband. He spoke for the first time of the night. "Of course. The day Tracy was born…"

"Dad…"

* * *

><p>Brad was back the next day, all rested up and ready to dance with his girlfriend in his arms. Brenda teased him playfully about his clumsiness, but when he offered to show him how coordinated he really could be, she dropped the subject. She headed over to her vanity, and she felt a strange sensation of déjà vu wash over her entire body. Sitting beside her cans of hairspray was a pink carnation and a note in familiar handwriting. 'Sorry about yesterday. We should talk.' It said, and Brenda found herself staring at the flower for an unusual amount of time.<p>

"Ooh, pretty flower, Bren." Tracy walked over to her vanity. "Who's it from?" She watched Brenda's lips slide into a small frown as she threw the flower in the garbage along with the small piece of paper. "No one." She said. "So, do your parents think I'm an unsuitable friend or what?" Tracy giggled a little, shaking her head. "No, of course not. They don't judge people like that."

"Ew, Brenda. We thought you had more taste than to hang out with that whale," came Tammy's snide voice as she walked past them with Lu Anne and Darla. Her cronies giggled s Tracy's happy expression faded. Brenda furrowed her brow, saying over her shoulder. "I'd rather hang out with whales than cows any day, Tammy." This comment caused the new Queen Bee to stop in her tracks, her followers gasping in surprise. Tammy rounded back on Brenda. "I'd rather be a cow than a concubine, Brenda. So I suggest you stop talking trash."

Brenda got up from her seat, ignoring Tracy's quiet protests. "You think I'm talking trash? Please, Tammy, everything out of your mouth is garbage, including your singing and" She leaned forward a bit and crinkled her nose. "Apparently, your breath, too." Tammy cupped her hand over her mouth as a crowd started to gather. Tammy narrowed her eyes at the challenge before her. "Why don't you run along and find your baby's father and pop out a few more kids to abandon?"

Brenda said nothing, but loud smack when her hand made contact with the side of Tammy's face was response enough. Hands groped through hair and pulled tightly, and Brenda shoved Tammy into her vanity. "Knock it off!" She heard Corny's voice sound more stern than she'd ever heard it as he grabbed Brenda around the waist and pulled her off Tammy. She was kicking up her feet as Fender Fornier tried to help Tammy up. But the Amber Replacement still had one last scrap in her: "You think because you sleep with him you can do anything you want?" Brenda made a disgusted noise as a chorus of gasps surrounded them. "At least I can get a guy, you ugly little bit"

"Brenda, stop it! That's enough!" Corny said loudly, pulling her back the best he could. She turned around and pushed him away from her. "Don't" her voice nearly broke. "Touch me." Brenda said, and she turned around and took off. Tammy was rubbing her sore head when Corny gave her a serious look. He pointed down the hallway. "Tammy, my office. Now. Tracy, can you go find Brenda, please?" He looked over at the larger girl, who was still in shock. She nodded slightly, following Brenda out the side door as Corny rubbed his temple in frustration.

"It's over, kids. Get back to whatever you were doing. We're on in ten!"

* * *

><p>Brenda was wiping her eyes as she slumped against the brick wall of the WYZT studio, and Tracy was quickly at her side. "Corny sent me to come find you. Brenda, what was that all about?" Tracy tried to be comforting to her friend, but Brenda quickly scoffed at the sound of Corny's name. "He's more trouble than he's worth." She mumbled to herself, and then looked up at Tracy. "Tammy had it coming. She isn't half as scary as Amber was, and Amber was as threatening as a cream puff."<p>

"No, I meant the thing with Corny." Tracy elaborated, and Brenda hung her head. "I think it's one of those unspoken truths, y'know? I'm pretty sure everyone knows I had a thing with him once, but everyone's afraid to actually talk about it." Tracy gasped inaudibly, standing up and taking Brenda's hand to help her up as well. "So it's true about the baby, then?" Brenda nodded quietly, and Tracy gave her a genuinely confused look. "But, Brenda, if he hurt you so badly, why'd you come back?"

"I thought it might help me get over him finally."

Despite the crazy events earlier in the afternoon, the show went on without a hitch, aside from Brenda 'accidentally' tripping Tammy during the Link's solo later on. Tracy decided that, to try and cheer Brenda up, she should invite her to Maybelle's platter party that evening. After all, she and Link were going with Seaweed and Penny, so why no invite Brad and Brenda too? Maybelle felt the same, and Brenda agreed to come. Of course, she'd have to lie to the Simon's and tell them she was at Brad's place studying, but it would be worth it. They always allowed Brenda more freedom than Shelley or Stevie, simply because she wasn't actually their daughter. And she was just fine with that.

The platter party started out great, despite the fact that Corny Collins came later on at Miss Maybelle's request. Brenda pretended to be attentive to Brad's not entirely interesting story about God knows what, but her young eyes couldn't seem to look away from Corny's blatant flirtation with the strong, black woman. "Honestly, Mr. Collins, you could charm the pants off anyone. You know that?" She heard Maybelle ask, to which he smiled broadly. "Yes, well, sometimes that's the point, Miss Maybelle."

Maybelle chuckled. "Cornwallis, sometimes you should hold your tongue." She was obviously teasing, since she seemed greatly amused by his flirtation. However, Brenda was not overly amused at all. She watched Corny shrug his scrawny shoulders. "You make it very hard, Miss Maybelle, surely you must know that." Brenda looked away from them for a second, catching Tracy's concerned glance. Tracy opened her mouth to say something, but Maybelle's call of, "Dinner's ready!" distracted everyone.

They all gathered around a large table, passing around the delicious looking soul food Maybelle and Inez had prepared together. Corny looked over at Brenda, tapping her on the arm gently. "You okay, sweetheart?" He asked, referring to the fight that had occurred earlier. She nodded solemnly, "I'm fine, Corny. Don't call me sweetheart." She was obviously still bitter, so Corny left it at that. They all chatted about nothing important, until Maybelle turned to Brenda and asked, "So how's that baby of yours, honey? You've been silent as the grave all evening."

Everyone turned to look at the petite brunette, who put on a false smile for the sake of the entire table. "Oh, um, Clara's good. Mrs. Jones said she's been gurgling and trying to make words already. They say she's really smart." Corny's gaze was fixated on her; this was the most he'd heard about his child since the Jones's took her away to Topeka. Maybelle nodded pleasantly, "Well that's good. It's nice of them to call you and tell you what's goin' on." Brenda nodded quietly, and Corny turned his attention back to his food. Link glanced over at Tracy, mouthing 'What's up with them?' and causing Tracy to shake her head.

After everyone was done eating, everyone went out into the living room and turned on the jukebox. They all danced together, and Brenda was having fun until Brad explained that he had to go home before his parents worried. They hadn't necessarily wanted him to be in a black neighborhood, and he promised them he'd be home before dark. After kissing her boyfriend goodbye, Brenda began to dance with Inez, her other very good friend. Corny and Maybelle were in the kitchen doing dishes together, talking casually about the council kids. "That was a heck of a fight you broke up this afternoon, Mr. Collins."

Corny glanced up from the dish he was drying. "You saw that?" Maybelle shook her head, not one blonde strand of hair falling out of place. "Only the tail end of it. Girl's can be vicious, can't they? Just stick 'em in one room for a while and they'll go crazy on ya." Corny chuckled a bit, setting his plate on the rack to dry. "You have no idea. I'm just happy there haven't been any real fist fights with the guys yet. I don't think I'd be strong enough to pull someone Link's size off someone else."

Maybelle smiled warmly at him. "I bet you could handle yourself just fine, Mr. Collins." Corny leaned against the side of the counter, a little closer to her than he was before. "Well, thanks for the vote of confidence." Miss Maybelle saw the game he was playing at, and she went along with it. Putting her dish down, she leaned against the counter in a similar way to her co-host. "Well, you're welcome, sugar."

Corny eyed her for a moment. "Y'know, you have the most beautiful voice. Smooth as honey." Maybelle chuckled a little, and they were so caught up in their conversation that they didn't notice the small teenaged girl poking her head in the doorway. Maybelle continued, "Well, sugar, that's not the only thing I got that's smooth as honey…" Just as Corny leaned a bit closer, the small sound of someone clearing their throat distracted them both. They turned to see a meek looking Brenda in the doorway. "I'm sorry," she said quietly, "I didn't mean to"

"No, no, sweetheart, it's okay." Maybelle said pleasantly, giving Brenda a warm smile, whereas Corny just looked at the ground. Brenda said evenly, "Inez fell asleep on the couch, and Seaweed wanted to know if he should take her to her room." Maybelle nodded gently. "Yeah, tell him to take her. Thank you, Brenda." The little brunette nodded, giving Corny one last cold glance before leaving the room.

* * *

><p>A knock on Corny's office door the next afternoon got his attention away from his reflection for a quick moment. "It's open." He said quietly, watching the door open in his mirror as she checked his perfect teeth and straightened his tie. Brenda emerged, wearing the sky blue dress he liked on her so much. "Hey, Corny." She said, and he was visibly happy that she was finally speaking to him. "Brenda, have a seat." He gestured to the chair in front of his desk. She pulled it out and sat down, folding her hands in her lap. Corny sat down behind his desk, that handsome smile on his face. "What can I do for ya?"<p>

"Are you and Miss Maybelle together?" She came right out and asked the question that had been burning in the back of her throat for quite some time. Corny shook his eye, laughing quietly. "No, Brenda, we aren't. I do, however, like her very much." Brenda looked him over, her blue eyes calculating. "You like her? Like, emotionally?" Corny nodded, hoping that he wasn't digging his hole deeper. "Yes. But Brenda, please"

"No, it's fine." She said quietly. "It's not like I'm your girlfriend or anything. Besides, we weren't supposed to happen anyways, right?" Brenda's eyes were unreadable, and her lips were pouting in a way that told Corny that this was the time to talk about their 'relationship'. He leaned forward a little bit. "Brenda, what happened with us was probably a mistake on both our parts, but it's in the past. We make mistakes, we learn from them. But I'm more curious as to why you came back." He tilted his head to the side a bit. "It's not because of me, is it?"

Brenda's lips turned up into a coy smile, a smile similar to the one when she first persuaded him that they should spend some quality time in his dressing room, a smile that Corny was very fond of. "I miss you." She said in a small voice, causing him to exhale somewhat loudly. Brenda continued, "I thought maybe if I came back, I'd be able move on, y'know? But I can't. I mean, Brad's still a sweetheart and he still loves me, but…it's not there." Corny gave her a curious look. "It?"

"Y'know, it. That spark that you feel in your chest whenever you see them. I don't have that with Brad." She explained, and Corny nodded slowly. "Brenda, whatever it is that you want, I can't give it to you." Brenda leaned forward a little bit, a hopeful gleam in her eyes. "Corny, don't deny that you don't still feel something for me. If you didn't, you wouldn't have stepped up and danced with me the other day. I know it."

Corny bit the inside of his cheek, watching her with careful eyes. "Brenda, please, don't put me in this kind of position." She rose from her seat with a devious smirk on her face, sidling over to Corny in his chair. She climbed into his lap before he could stop her, and her slim fingers wrapped around his tie. "Is this position better?"

He smiled. She really hadn't changed at all.

* * *

><p>Maybelle wandered around the studio, looking for her cheese ball co-host. "Link," She approached the young singer as he fixed his hair in his mirror. He smiled up at Maybelle nicely, as he was a frequent house guest of hers. "Hey there, Miss Maybelle. How ya been?" She smiled warmly at her son's best friend. "I'm just fine. Have you seen Corny, honey?" Link nodded, pointing over his shoulder. "I think he's in his dressing room."<p>

"Thank you, child." Maybelle headed in the direction Link was pointing in. She had to go over the agenda for the following week's shows, and she also wanted to discuss the events of the previous evening. Perhaps she'd give him the satisfaction of taking her out for dinner sometime. She knocked on the solid wood door, and there were fumbling sounds on the other end. This caused a curious look to cross Miss Maybelle's face, and Corny's call of, "Just a second!" caused her to put her hands on her curvaceous hips. The door swung open, and Brenda was standing in the doorway, trying to hide the undeniable flush on her cheeks. Corny smiled broadly at her, "See you on stage, Brenda." She turned and smiled casually, "Bye Corny, Miss Maybelle." She nodded politely at the station manager, who gave her a motherly smile right back.

"How can I help you, Miss Maybelle?" He asked, leaning in the doorway with a distinct sparkle in his handsome blue eyes. Maybelle raised an eyebrow. "Well, Mr. Collins, I do hope that you were helping Brenda with her dance steps, otherwise her face wouldn't be that red." Corny nodded evenly, pushing his mussed hair back with his hand. "Of course, Miss Maybelle. Brenda's just a little behind, what with all her time off. I was just helpin' her out a little."

Maybelle nodded. "Well, aren't you swell. I just hope you won't be too busy teaching Miss Brenda some dance steps to come to my place for dinner Saturday night. Just you and I, Mr. Collins. What do ya say?" His smile changed at that point, from his over the top television smile to a natural smile that Maybelle preferred.

"Well, that sounds just great, Miss Maybelle."

**End of Part One**


	2. Christmas Suprises

"God, Brenda, no! That's not what was supposed to happen!" Shelley Simon threw her pillow across the room at her best friend and roommate. Brenda squeaked at the sudden impact of a pillow in her face and pushed it aside. "But, Shells-" Shelley waved a red-nailed finger in Brenda's face. "No! No buts, Bren! You were supposed to get over him, not under him!"

"Well, actually, I wasn't under him, Shelley. We were in his chair." Brenda said matter-of-factly. The red head sighed in exasperation. "You know what I mean. Bren, he's just gonna hurt you again. Nothing good can come of this." Brenda pouted her lips a little, crossing her arms over her chest self-consciously. "It just felt right, Shelley. You don't understand. Corny and I have a special connection."

Shelley rolled her gray eyes. "Brenda, you realize it's still not right for him to be with you. Nothing has changed." Brenda gave her a serious glare. "A lot has changed." Shelley lost her retort, because she knew what Brenda said was true. When Shelley's parents found out that she'd be dancing with a black man in the new line up, they panicked. They weren't ready for integration, so they pulled her off the show. Shelley hated not being in the elite council, and she had way too much free time on her hands. Brenda had moped for days once Clara had left, despite the fact that the Jones's were nice enough to call every other day and let her know what was going on. She had grown as a person, but in Corny's experienced hands, she was putty once again.

"I'm sorry," Shelley said. "You're right; a lot has changed. But not him, Bren. Guys like Corny will never change."

* * *

><p>Corny's Saturday night date with Motormouth Maybelle Stubbs was certainly all he had expected; they talked about work, kids, anything you could think of. It was pleasant, and he was looking forward to another chance with her. He felt a true connection with her, something he wasn't sure he'd ever felt with anyone else. Except maybe Brenda, but as of right now, he wasn't sure where he stood with her. He walked into his dressing room the next day, finding his chair spun to face away from him. It was rocking gently, like someone was sitting there. He cleared his throat quietly, and the person in his chair spun around. It was Brenda, a small smile on her pretty face. "Hey, Corny."<p>

"Well, hey there, Brenda. You realize breaking and entering is a crime, right?" He asked, a playful smirk on his face. She chuckled in her throat. "You know what else is a crime, Corny Collins?" She rose from his seat to put her arms around his neck. He smiled down at her as her red lips began to kiss the side of his neck. "I believe that would be this." He said, quickly turning her and pressing her up against the front of his desk. She giggled into the side of his neck. "Just like old times."

"You were right, y'know." He said, fingering the buttons on the front of her dark blue dress. She gave him a curious look. "I missed you." He said, and she leaned forward to kiss him. Brenda grabbed his tie, pulling him into the kiss even more, when a knock on the door could be heard. "Shit," Brenda heard Corny cuss under his breath as he quickly pulled away from her. She quickly began to pop her buttons back into place as Corny swiped the lipstick marks off the side of his neck. He poked his head through the opening in the door, and Brenda heard him say, "Hey there, Brad….No, I don't think she's here yet. Well, lemme know when you find her. We're on in twenty, and she can't be late." He slowly closed the door, and Brenda gave him a pleasantly surprised look. "Brad's looking for me?" Corny nodded, coming back over to her and wrapping his arms around her slim waist. He kissed her again, "He's really not the brightest guy, is he?"

"No, not really."

* * *

><p>Tracy fixed her hair in her mirror, staring aimlessly into nothingness. It wasn't until she felt a kiss plant itself on her cheek that she beamed and turned around. "Hey, Link!" She said excitedly as her boyfriend hugged her. "Well, hey there, little lady. I've got some great news." Tracy turned to face him, an excited look on her face. "What is it, Link?"<p>

"Corny's got talent agents out here today, and I'm getting my chance at a solo. This could be our big break, Trace!" Link said, and Tracy gave him a meaningful look. "You mean _your_ big break, Link." He looked a little sadder, but then he kissed her again. "Na, Trace, you're the best dancer out there. They can't ignore you."

"That's because she takes up half the stage." Tammy walked by, checking her reflection in the mirror and causing giggles from her cronies. Link gave her an irritated look. "That black eye's lookin' good, Tammy." The small girl gave him a disgruntled look, checking in the mirror to make her that her makeup perfectly covered the souvenir Brenda left her from their recent brawl. She made a 'humph!' sound, storming off as quickly as she'd come in. Tracy laughed a little, and Link smiled in satisfaction.

"Make sure you dance your heart out today, Trace. We could really hit it big!"

* * *

><p>Everyone was trying to be in the spotlight once word got around that talent agents would be watching. Corny found it humorous as he stood behind his podium, jamming away, and watched all the teens fight for attention, except for Brenda, who only fought for his attention. It was not a battle she lost.<p>

Corny let his cast know that he'd get word from the agents in the next following day, and that no matter what happened they were all spectacular dancers and he was proud to have them on his show. Brenda and Tracy retreated back to their vanities, and Brenda was pleasantly surprised by the rose on her table with a note. Tracy raised an eyebrow, a smile on her face. "Is that from you-know-who?" They both turned to look at Corny, who was talking to Sketch and Link. He felt their glance on him, and he gave Brenda a small wink when he saw the flower in her hand.

Brenda turned back to Tracy. "When we were first sneaking around, he always left me presents. He gave me a necklace once, too, but Shelley took it from me in her attempt to make me move on." Brenda inhaled the scent of the flower. "He used to say I deserved better than what I got from other guys." Tracy made an amused noise, sitting down as Brenda did the same. "Sounds like love is in the air."

Brenda shook her head. "I don't think so. At least, not on his part." Tracy gave her a reassuring smile, putting her hand on Brenda's small shoulder. "You wanna come to dinner tonight? My mom's making roast again." Brenda giggled slightly, nodding her head slightly. "Yeah, sounds nice. Thanks."

* * *

><p>The next day at the studio, Brenda watched with narrowed eyes as Corny Collins chatted with Maybelle, leaning a little closer than he probably should have been. She felt jealousy rise up in her stomach like morning sickness would, especially when Maybelle touched the side of his face lovingly. Brenda swallowed hard, Tracy walking up beside her. "I'm sorry, Brenda." She said quietly, sitting down in her chair with a pitying expression on her face. "Seaweed said he's been at their place all the time for the past few days."<p>

"No, Tracy, I'm fine. Really. He can sleep with whoever he wants." Brenda stated the obvious. She watched the blonde woman walk away from him, and his head immediately turned in Brenda's direction. She bit her bottom lip, turning away from him to look in her mirror. Tracy watched the expression on his face change as he strode over to them. "Brenda, Tracy." He greeted them both, and Tracy took the memo to get up and walk away. "I have to go find Link." She said, smiling at Corny as she walked away nonchalantly, and Corny took her vacant seat. "Don't be mad, Bren."

"I'm not mad, Corny. You're allowed to have a life." She said quietly, and she felt his gaze leave her. She followed his blue eyes up to the picture of Clara on her mirror, and he gently took it in his fingers. "We made one gorgeous kid." He mumbled to himself, but Brenda caught it. "We did." Was all she could say. He gave her a small smile. "Can I keep this?" Brenda nodded a little, trying not to lock eyes with him. "Yeah, I have a few other ones at home. Go ahead."

Corny touched her shoulder gently, and their eyes snapped together. "You're special to me, Bren. You always will be. But you know we can't be together. It's better for everyone this way. I promise-" He began, but her absentminded chuckle made him stop. He gave her a serious look as she licked her lips and turned to him. "Don't even _say_ those words to me, Corny. We all know you can't keep a promise."

He looked slightly hurt as he slid the picture of Clara into his breast pocket and rose from his seat. He walked away in silence, and Brenda watched him until he was out of sight.

* * *

><p>A phone call from the Jones's pulled Brenda out of her miserable slump. Her eighteenth birthday fell around the same time as Christmas, and the Jones's thought she should come stay with them in Topeka during Christmas break, so she could share Clara's first holiday with them. Brenda immediately leapt at the offer, since the show was off the air for the holiday and she had nothing to hold her down. Shelley and Tracy urged her to go, saying that it was possibly a once in a lifetime offer.<p>

However, a conflict had arisen between Tracy and Link. The agents that came to the set one afternoon had definitely noticed Link, and they told Corny that they could have big plans for him. However, those plans could require Link to leave the Corny Collins Show and go outside of Baltimore. Of course, Tracy was happy for him, but she really didn't want him to leave. But being the sweet, giving girl that she was, she told Link to go ahead with whatever his heart told him and that he deserved whatever success he got.

The day that Brenda got ready to leave town, Tracy was visibly upset; her good friend was leaving her for the holidays, and Link might be leaving her as well. Brenda promised to call her as soon as she got to Topeka, and Tracy couldn't help but smile. "Bring back pictures!" were her parting words, and Brenda gave her a long wave goodbye when she got on the bus.

It was a long trip to Kansas, but it was totally worth it, in Brenda's opinion. Jeremy and Jemima Jones were the sweetest (and possibly the wealthiest) people she'd ever met, and they were certainly the perfect parents. They could afford to dress Clara in the cutest clothes, and Jemima was always doting and playing with the baby girl. Brenda was welcomed with open arms into their home, and she spent the first afternoon just staring at her beautiful daughter. "I love you, sweetie, and so does your Daddy…even though he has a really funny way of showing it." Brenda kept assuring her little girl, to which Clara would blink her large, expressive eyes and gurgle.

Later in the afternoon, however, Brenda's attention was torn away from her daughter when the Jones's best friend and neighbor, Miss Charlotte, came over. She was a sweet woman, roughly thirty-seven years old with dark hair and dark brown eyes. She vaguely reminded Brenda of home, but she wasn't quite sure why. She brought them a Christmas basket of cookies and sweets, which Brenda immediately found herself snacking on. "Things are going to be getting crazy around my place tomorrow. My siblings are coming up for Christmas, kids and all. Of course, you're all welcome to come if you like. It'll be a full house anyways." Miss Charlotte said pleasantly, giving Brenda a motherly smile. "I bet you're excited, spending Christmas with your daughter."

Brenda nodded. "Yeah, I'm really glad I chose the Jones's for Clara. They're the nicest people I've met in a long time." Jemima and Jeremy beamed at her, the latter putting his arm around his pretty, blonde wife. Miss Charlotte said, "I haven't seen them happier since you let them have your child. That was a very kind thing of you to do." Brenda nodded, thinking back on the fact that she originally hadn't wanted to give the baby up. Corny had found them and talked to them, and he made sure they were everything Brenda would want them to be. It was all him, but she decided it was best not to bring him up.

* * *

><p>Miss Charlotte proved to be correct, as Brenda watched numerous cars and people pull into her driveway. Jeremy had informed Brenda that, in the little time they'd known Miss Charlotte, they had learned that her family consisted of nine siblings total, and she was the oldest girl. Brenda practically cringed; it was bad enough having her little sister Beatrice, and she couldn't imagine having seven more of her. Jemima was putting a warm pink bonnet on Clara's little head as the birth mother watched in curiosity. It was amazing how natural motherhood seemed to come to Jemima; she was perfectly gentle and sweet, and Brenda wasn't sure she'd be able to handle anything half as well as Jemima did. They were getting ready to go over to Miss Charlotte's and meet all of her family, and Brenda was actually beginning to feel like she truly belonged in the Jones household.<p>

They'd bought her new Christmas clothes that she decided to wear that day; a dark red dress with a white parka and matching white shoes really made her light eyes pop, and her hair was hanging down in tight, hair sprayed curls. She applied her ruby red lipstick, and she felt like she was picture perfect when Jemima set Clara in her arms. "She really looks just like you, sweetie." Jemima said, smiling at Brenda and her baby. Jeremy poked his head in the door, letting them know that it was time to head over.

It was a good thing that Miss Charlotte had a large house, because it was packed full of people. An assorted amount of kids, some older and younger than her, all around the mingling adults, and Brenda was shocked and amazed that one family could be so incredibly large. It was easy to tell who the siblings were, since they all had somewhat similar features. Brenda found herself sitting on the couch with Clara, watching everyone bustle about and trying to keep her young daughter from being overwhelmed. She was busy glancing around Miss Charlotte's beautiful home when she felt someone sit down on the couch beside her. Brenda averted her blue eyes to see who it was, surprised by a handsome young man who strangely reminded her of Link Larkin. He looked about eighteen or so, and he held out his hand to her. "I'm Robbie. I don't think I know you. You're not some long-lost cousin or something are you?" He asked, his voice smooth and handsome. Brenda couldn't help but smile, using her free arm to shake his hand. "No, I'm not related to you. My name's Brenda. I'm staying with the neighbors." She said sweetly, and Robbie smiled down at Clara in her arms. "Is she yours?" he asked, and Brenda nodded. "Of course she is," He said, looking back up at her. "She's too pretty not to be."

Brenda raised an eyebrow. This guy could easily pass for a younger version of Corny Collins, and it was almost eerie. But at the same time, she was flattered by his comment, and she couldn't hold back a blush. "Thanks, but I have a boyfriend back home." She said easily, knowing that if she was still the old Brenda that a little fact like Brad wouldn't stop her. Robbie's smile faded slightly, and she heard a chuckle behind her. "And Robert is denied. Sorry, kid, but your dad got passed over in the charm department, so there's not much to inherit there."

Brenda's lips parted in shock as her ears heard the voice. She thought she was hearing things, but when she turned to see who was leaning over the side of the couch, she found herself looking right into those unignorable blue eyes. "Corny?!" She said in shock, and a surprised expression crossed his face. "B-Brenda? Jesus, Bren! What're you-?" But he stopped when he looked down and saw the bundle in her arms. Robbie, apparently a little weirded out by the entire situation, got up and walked away in silence. Corny jumped over the side of the couch and took Robbie's seat, sitting beside his favorite councilette and his child. "You're staying with the Jones's." He immediately understood why she happened to be in Topeka, unable to take his eyes off Clara, who was looking at him as well. Brenda nodded, finally comprehending that he didn't realize that the neighbors were, in fact, _their_ Jones's. "That's why Miss Charlotte seemed familiar! She's your sister! I remember you telling me you had eight siblings." They were silent as Corny reached down and gently swished a wisp of dark hair out of Clara's face. Brenda spoke again. "This is weird."

"You're tellin' me." Corny finally spoke. He looked up and Brenda hopefully. "Can I hold her?" Brenda smiled a little, nodding slightly as she handed the bundle of pink blanket off to him. She'd never seen a more genuine smile on his face when he held Clara in his arms. They both sat in silence, and it had been the most comfortable Brenda had felt in a while. It used to be her dream that she and Corny could live happily ever after with little Clara, snuggling on the couch and fawning over her, and this was the closest she'd ever gotten to that. She leaned against him ever so slightly, but he couldn't look away from Clara. "Hey, there, sweetheart. Aren't you a gorgeous little doll." He said quietly to her, and Brenda made a happy noise from the back of her throat.

"So, I see you've met my baby brother." Charlotte walked over to them on the couch, and Brenda quickly sat up. Corny played it casual for his older sister. "Actually, Char, I already know her. Brenda here's a dancer on my show." Charlotte raised an amused eyebrow. "Well, it really is a small world then. So I take it you already know that the Jones's have brought her in for the holidays to spend some quality time with her little girl?" Corny glanced over at Brenda. "Well, I do now." Jeremy and Jemima came walking over, arm in arm. They smiled at Corny, then turned to Charlotte. "Is this the little brother you were telling us about?" asked Jeremy, and Brenda suddenly had a bad feeling in the pit of her stomach as Corny allowed Jemima to take the baby. Charlotte nodded, "Yes, this is my brother, Cornwallis Collins. Maybe you've heard of him? He's got a big TV show in Baltimore."

The Jones's exchanged glances, not noticing Brenda's suddenly panicked expression. "Cornwallis Collins?" repeated Jemima, looking down at Clara. "We talked to you on the phone before. You're Clara's father, aren't you?" Brenda looked over at Corny, who bit his lip hard as he avoided his older sister's glare. Apparently, his family wasn't particularly in the know about his personal life. Charlotte looked vaguely outraged. "_What_?"

Corny put on a nervous grin. "Y'know, Char, you were always my favorite sister."

* * *

><p>Charlotte pulled her youngest brother and his teenaged fling into her bedroom, the Jones's following in suit. Corny sat down on the side of the bed, lowering his head to avoid his sister's gaze. She was mimicking the gaze their deceased mother used to wear whenever Corny did something wrong, and it still intimidated him to this day. Brenda was a little worried as well, but her fear dissipated when she found herself facing a wall full of pictures of the Collins siblings. A small smile crossed her face as she stepped closer, hearing Charlotte go off on a rampage. "Let's have a little math lesson, Cornwallis. How old are you?"<p>

Corny swallowed hard, "I'm t-twenty-six." Brenda found herself staring into the ten year old face of Corny and another one of his brothers. He had a large smile and scrawny arms, but his face was unmistakable. Charlotte continued. "And how old is this little girl?" She pointed at Brenda, whose back was turned to them as she smiled at Charlotte's picture collection. Corny put on a nervous smile, running a hand over his perfect hair. "Um…she's…seventeen." Charlotte tapped her black heel clad foot on the floor in an annoyed manner. "And what does that equal, Cornwallis?"

"Um...po-potential jail time." He said nervously, and Charlotte nodded, smacking him upside the head. Brenda's small gasp caused all heads to turn in her direction. She was holding a picture frame in her hands, smile at a picture of a sixteen year old Corny. "You really did look like Link Larkin." She said placing the picture back on the spot where it sat as everyone watched her oddly. "Young lady," Charlotte addressed her, "This is serious."

Brenda shrugged. "I've heard it all before. Lemme explain: One day, on the set of the show, my boyfriend broke up with me because he thought I fooled around with some other guy. I was upset, and Corny was nice enough to comfort me. Of course, being me, I took it the wrong way and I pursued him. We fooled around a little bit, and one day I realized that I was pregnant. He was a sweetheart about it, after a little while at least, and now everything's fine." Brenda shrugged her shoulders, surprising everyone with her bluntness. Charlotte raised a skeptical eyebrow. "And what do your parents think of all this, Brenda?"

"Oh, they kicked me out when I told them I was pregnant." She said, causing Corny to bite his lip in regret. "They said there wasn't any room for a whore in the Bennett family, since I told them I didn't know who the father was. I live with my best friend, Shelley." Charlotte let out a low breath, and Clara began to whimper. Jemima and Jeremy took her out of the room to feed her, leaving the two siblings and Brenda by themselves. Charlotte's hands were on her hips. "Why didn't you tell them who the father was?"

Brenda looked over at Corny, sitting down beside him on the bed. "I didn't want him to get in trouble. I…" she trailed off, looking back up at Charlotte. Corny already knew why she hadn't told: She was in love with him, and she hated to admit it. "Never mind." She said quietly. Charlotte glanced between them, shaking her head gently. "Jesus, Cornwallis, if Mom and Dad were alive, God rest their souls…" Corny shook his head. "I know, Char, I know. But look, me and Bren, we've tried to fix our mistakes. Doesn't that count for something?"

Charlotte gave her youngest brother a look. "I suppose it does. But the mistake shouldn't have been made to begin with. I don't wanna have to go out to Baltimore some day and bail you out of jail, Corny, I really don't." He smiled evenly, standing up and putting his arms around his older sister. She hugged him back as he said, "It's a well-kept secret, don't worry."

* * *

><p>Brenda was sitting on the loveseat in the sitting room, getting away from most of the hustle and bustle. The Jones's had gone home for Clara's nap, but Charlotte allowed Brenda to stay if she liked. So the young brunette found herself sipping a chocolate shake that Charlotte had made her as an apology, trying to imagine Corny as the little kid she'd seen in the pictures.<p>

"So here's where you ran off to." She heard Corny as he leaned in the doorway. Brenda smiled coyly at him, and he came to sit beside her. "Well, that was exciting." He said to her, and she giggled a little. "I like your sister. She seems well in control." Corny nodded. "Yeah, well, she's the oldest daughter. She's more like a mom now that Ma's passed on." Brenda nodded in understanding, looking down at the chocolate dessert. "You want some?" She offered, and he nodded politely. Brenda smirked a bit, dipping her index finger into the treat and holding it out to him. Corny gave her an intrigued look, and she giggled. "You better get it before it drips and stains your shoes." She warned him, and he reached out and took her finger into his mouth. She made a satisfied sound as he cleaned her finger with his tongue, and he smiled when she removed her appendage.

"You're a very bad girl, Brenda." He said teasingly, and she chuckled a little, her cheeks flushing. "And you love every minute of it, Corny Collins." He smiled warmly at her, leaning forward to give her the gentlest kiss she'd ever experienced. He pulled away just in time to see the innocent hope in her eyes, and just in time for him to catch her pushing it back into her mind.

"Yes, actually, I really do."

* * *

><p>End of Part Two<p> 


End file.
